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Following Japan�s attack on Pearl
Harbor in December 1941, the US
Pacific Fleet lay in ruins, and the
Japanese were just beginning their
dizzying string of victories. One
bright spot in the chaos was the US
Marines� dogged defense of Wake
Island and its sister islets Wilkes and
Peale. The islands, isolated strips of
coral in the central Pacific 1,000 miles
west of Pearl Harbor and 500 miles
north of the Marshall Islands, sat
astride east-west lines of communi-
cation for both the United States and
Imperial Japan.

In 1935, PanAir requested permis-
sion to use Wake Island as a refuel-
ing stop for its Pacific Clipper air ser-
vice. With an eye toward the future,
PanAir began making Wake Island
habitable, building a hotel and a sea-
plane ramp.1

In 1940, the first of 1,000 civilian
contractors arrived to turn the island
into a military-funded Naval Air Sta-
tion. The contractors were to build a
three-legged airstrip complete with
hangars and maintenance facilities,
dredge the lagoon to make it ready
for a squadron of seaplanes and
build barracks for the Marines who
would occupy the island.

The Marines Set Up Shop
The first Marines to arrive on

Wake Island in August 1941 found
that the contractors had built a
sprawling camp for themselves near
the PanAir facility, but work on the
air station consisted only of a few
ammunition bunkers, one leg of the
airfield and no barracks. The 1st De-
fense Battalion Marines quickly be-
gan preparing defenses, despite a
lack of equipment.

On 6 December 1941, commander
Major James Devereux called an alert
to test the readiness of the defenses.
The men had worked 12-hour days
continuously since his arrival on 15
October. Pleased with the results, he

gave his overworked command the
next day off.

Following their day of rest the
Wake Island force set about their
usual duties on 8 December. Around
0730, commander Winfield S. Cun-
ningham and Devereux were notified
that Pearl Harbor had been attacked.
The message warned that an attack
on Wake Island could be imminent.
Within 45 minutes defenses were
manned and ready.

While PanAir personnel prepared
to leave the island, the civilian con-
tractors� foreman offered his men for
the defense. He and Cunningham
agreed that the best course of action
would be for the civilians to con-
tinue work on the air station. Even-
tually, some of the civilians, many of
them World War I veterans, fought
admirably beside the Marines. Oth-
ers faded into the jungle until the
battle was over.

The Japanese Attack
Around noon, 27 Japanese land-

based bombers attacked.2 The de-
fenders had little time to react.
Eight planes were destroyed on the
ground. The Japanese bombers then
withdrew before the airborne patrol
could intercept them. The air raids
meant to destroy the island�s de-
fenses continued daily until 11 De-
cember.

Unknown to the defenders, a
Japanese task force of three light
cruisers, six destroyers, two trans-
ports that had been converted to de-
stroyers, two regular transports and
two submarines was on its way to
the island.3 Japanese planners felt
that 450 soldiers of the Special Naval
Landing Force, Japan�s equivalent of
the Marines, would be sufficient to
seize Wake Island.

Lookouts on Wake Island spotted
the ships approaching and alerted
the command. The defenders held
their fire to give the impression the

air raids had destroyed the defenses.
They hoped to lure the Japanese
ships into range. For over an hour
they were bombarded as the Japa-
nese ships came closer. At 4,600
yards, the Marines� 5-inch batteries
opened fire scoring several hits, in-
cluding some on the Japanese flag-
ship. Caught by surprise, the Japa-
nese laid down a smoke screen as
the force withdrew. The Marines
sank one destroyer with all hands,
and the remaining planes sank an-
other.

The Japanese received their first
defeat, and for the only time during
the remainder of the war in the Pa-
cific, their amphibious assault was
repulsed. However, as the defenders
cheered their success other wheels
were in motion.

CINCPAC Shifts
Sideways

As the Japanese Task Force
limped away from Wake Island, the
Commander in Chief Pacific (CINC-
PAC) staff was already planning to
reinforce the island. The news of the
Japanese defeat lifted the staff�s spir-
its. The defenders had bought Admi-
ral Husband E. Kimmel time to ex-
ecute a full-scale relief and to strike
back at the Japanese.4

Kimmel wanted to use the island
as bait to lure the Japanese Navy
into an ambush.5 His plan was based
on the US fleet�s being intact and
able to gain intelligence on the Japa-
nese fleet�s location.6 Neither held
true. Following the raid on Pearl Har-
bor, Chief of Naval Operations Admi-
ral James R. Stark cabled Kimmel
with the two options he saw for
Wake Island: reinforce the defenders
with Marines, aircraft and a radar set
or evacuate all personnel after de-
stroying the equipment. Stark left it
to Kimmel�s discretion to reinforce,
resupply or evacuate both Wake Is-
land and Midway.7
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Kimmel�s plan was to divide his
carriers into three task forces. Task
Force 8 formed around the USS En-
terprise and was commanded by
Admiral William Halsey. Vice Admi-
ral Wilson Brown commanded Task
Force 11 around the Lexington.
Task Force 14, commanded by Ad-
miral Frank J. Fletcher, formed around
the Saratoga. Each task force would
have two to three cruisers and sev-
eral destroyers.

These meager forces only high-
lighted the Pacific Fleet�s crippled
state. Task Force 8 would protect
approaches to Oahu. Task Force 11
was to raid Jaluit and tie down Japa-
nese forces. Task Force 14 was to
move to a point off Wake Island
where it could launch its planes.8

Meanwhile, the Tangier, a converted
seaplane tender, was to dash to the
island, deliver reinforcements and
evacuate civilians.

On 12 December, Secretary of the
Navy Frank Knox arrived on a fact-
finding mission to gather information
on the Pacific Fleet�s status and af-
fix blame for the Pearl Harbor fiasco.9
Kimmel�s staff briefed Knox on the
relief operation, which he approved.
However, his official report would
have a serious impact on the upcom-
ing battle.

An Attack to Save Face
The Japanese did not have to

seize Wake Island. They could have
written it off and starved out the gar-
rison, but they wanted it for its stra-
tegic importance and to save face.

The Japanese augmented the next
assault force with heavier cruisers
and more destroyers. They increased
the landing force from 450 to 1,000.
As an indication of their determina-
tion, if things went badly, the de-
stroyers would be beached, and the
crews were to assist the assault.10

The most telling stratagem was the
detachment of two aircraft carriers,
the Hiryu and the Soryu, from the
withdrawing Pearl Harbor force to
support the assault.

The Race is On
Kimmel�s staff estimated it would

take Task Force 14 six and one-half
days to steam 2,000 miles to Wake
Island.11 What they failed to antici-
pate was the task force�s need to re-

fuel the smaller destroyers and zig-
zag as an antisubmarine measure.

On 15 December, Kimmel issued
an operation order only seven pages
long. The order was a clear, concise
document whose only assumption
was that Wake Island would not
have fallen before Task Force 14 ar-
rived. Missing from the order was
guidance if the ships made contact
with a Japanese force before reach-
ing the island. Such guidance might
have eliminated indecision later.

D-day for Wake Island�s relief
was 1030 23 December. The Tangier,
with her load of supplies and eager
Marines, left Pearl Harbor on 15 De-
cember to deliver supplies and air-
craft to and evacuate wounded and
a portion of the civilians from Wake
Island. The Saratoga and her escorts
left Pearl Harbor on the evening of 16
December. The next day she rendez-
voused with her support ships, and
Task Force 14 began its 12-knots-
per-hour trek to Wake Island.

CINCPAC Blinks
The defenders on Wake Island

had bought Kimmel time to strike at
the enemy and salvage his reputa-
tion, but events in Washington were
moving fast. Following his inspec-
tion, Knox reasoned that he had two
conflicting demands. One was to
strike at the enemy, which Kimmel�s
plan would accomplish. Second,
there had to be an accounting for
the Pearl Harbor debacle. He con-
cluded that to protect the Roosevelt
administration, Kimmel had to go.
Knox knew that relieving Kimmel
would jeopardize the Wake opera-
tion. Knox met immediately with
President Franklin D. Roosevelt, pre-
sented his findings and shortly
thereafter, Kimmel was relieved of
command.12

Kimmel was devastated, person-
ally and professionally. Personally it
was an embarrassment. Profession-
ally it said he had been found want-
ing at a time of crisis. But more im-
portant, Kimmel �did not want to be
relieved in the middle of an operation
he had set in motion.�13 As it turned
out, if Kimmel had remained in com-
mand one more week the Battle of
Wake Island might have ended dif-
ferently.

Admiral Chester A. Nimitz, highly

respected throughout the Navy, was
to replace Kimmel. Admiral William
Pye was to be the temporary CINC
until Nimitz arrived. Pye was in an
unenviable position. He had tempo-
rary responsibility for a crippled fleet
engaged in a risky offensive opera-
tion�one he had not planned or
whole-heartedly supported. It is un-
derstandable he doubted the wis-
dom of the Wake Island relief ef-
fort.14 His own command rested on
the bottom of Pearl Harbor; now he
was responsible for what was left of
the fleet. He did not want to be in the
position of handing the incoming
commander a list of new casualties if
the Wake Island operation failed.15

The will to see Wake Island re-
lieved was beginning to break down.
Admiral Wilson E. Brown, command-
ing Task Force 11, was also begin-
ning to have grave concerns about
the mission. And, on 17 December,
CINCPAC received intelligence that
Japanese Admiral Chuichi Nagumo
was ordered to detach his carrier di-
vision to support the second attack
on Wake Island.16 A wave of doubt
rushed through CINCPAC.

Pye�s staff reassessed the situa-
tion and decided to continue opera-
tions. However, Pye�s Chief of Staff,
Rear Admiral Milo F. Draemel, recom-
mended that Task Force 11 be di-
verted to support Task Force 14,
thus concentrating two carriers in
the area.17 Pye concurred and or-
dered Brown to link up with Fletcher.
However, to ensure the link-up, Pye
ordered Fletcher to slow down to
give Brown time to catch up.18 In ad-
dition, Pye ordered Fletcher not to
close within 200 miles of Wake Is-
land.19 This order suited both Fletcher
and Brown. Brown could move
ships away from the threat of land-
based aviation, and Fletcher could
refuel his force.

Support for the relief of Wake Is-
land still appeared positive if not
overwhelming. Pye dispatched a pa-
trol plane to the island to tell Cun-
ningham to prepare to receive rein-
forcements and to evacuate most of
the civilians. Unfortunately, the
plane�s crew had broadcast hourly
weather reports during their flight,
which Japanese intelligence inter-
cepted. Anticipating that Wake Is-
land was to be reinforced, Nagumo
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decided to attack earlier than
planned.20

After returning to Pearl Harbor,
the patrol plane�s crew painted a
desperate picture of the island�s de-
fense. Pye later recalled:  �The situ-
ation at Wake seemed to warrant
taking a greater chance . . . even at
the . . . possible damage to major
ships of Task Force 14.�21 His was
hindsight. During the crisis he did
not seem willing to take a greater
chance. However, he did free Fletcher
from the 200-mile restriction and au-
thorized the Tangier to make a high-
speed run toward Wake Island.

The Japanese Invade
Hours after the patrol plane left

Wake Island, the Japanese attacked.
Another wave of doubt rippled
through CINCPAC. Pye�s concern
was that he was now sending his
ships into an ambush.22 However,
there had been no indications the
Japanese were aware that Task Force
14 or any US force was in the area.
It might still have been possible to
make a fast run to Wake Island and
catch the invasion force as it was
unloading, which would take a large
measure of boldness and risk.

On the morning of 22 December,
Task Force 14 was 515 miles from
Wake Island. Fletcher, assuming he
could find himself in combat at some
time the next day, decided it was time
to refuel his destroyers. After 10
hours of frustrating, time-consuming
effort, four destroyers were topped
off. Fletcher called off the operation
and decided to finish fueling later.23

Some historians criticize Fletcher for
the decision to stop to refuel. They
feel that because his destroyers were
one-half to three-quarters full, he
should have cut loose the Neches
and made a high-speed run to Wake
Island.

Admirals are paid to be bold, but
not rash, and Fletcher was not a rash
man. He had weighed all the factors:
he could be in combat the next day;
his destroyers would burn fuel at a
faster rate in combat; he was respon-
sible for one of only three carriers in
the Pacific; and the location and
number of Japanese carriers was un-
known. Fletcher made the more pru-
dent decision based on the facts as
he knew them.

The Japanese invasion force ar-
rived at Wake around midnight of 22
December. As the invasion began,
Cunningham tried to contact the
submarines Triton and Tambor,
which had been operating in the
area, hoping to divert them to attack
the assault force. He received a mes-
sage from CINCPAC: �No friendly
vessels should be in your immediate
vicinity today. Keep me informed.�24

This was not a message to inspire
confidence in a commander locked in
a desperate fight.

After receiving word of the Japa-
nese landing, Pye and his staff dis-
cussed the future of the relief at-
tempt. The staff was divided between
those who wanted to immediately
withdraw Task Force 14 and those
who urged Fletcher to increase
speed and attack the Japanese.25

On 23 December, Fletcher�s task
force was 425 miles from Wake Is-
land. It would take 12 hours for his
force to reach the island, but there
was a chance he could still catch the
invasion force and inflict some dam-
age.

Around 0600 Cunningham radi-
oed: �Enemy on island. Issue in
doubt.�26 This message seems to
have taken some of the �offensive
spirit� out of Pye. He counter-
manded his first order, telling Fletcher
merely to attempt to evacuate the
beleaguered island forces.

At 0652, Pye received Cunning-
ham�s final message: �Enemy on Is-
land. Several ships plus transports
moving in. Two DD [destroyers]
aground.�27 The situation looked
grim. Pye�s three carrier task forces
were operating independently. These
carriers represented the Pacific
Fleet�s only offensive capability.
Two Japanese carriers were in the
area, and he had no knowledge of
the others� locations. And, he was
only temporarily in command; soon
he would hand the fleet over to Ad-
miral Chester Nimitz. Pye decided to
recall Task Force 14. It was surely as
difficult and painful as the decisions
Cunningham was making on Wake
Island.

Around 0200 23 December, the fi-
nal assault began. The defenders
stubbornly fought back despite over-
whelming odds. On Wilkes Island,
the Americans had gone on the of-

fensive and killed or captured every
Japanese soldier. However, because
of poor communications, neither
Cunningham nor Devereux knew of
this success. At 0700, after hours of
desperate fighting, Cunningham au-
thorized Devereux to surrender.

Post Mortem
Were the defenders abandoned to

their fate? Or were they a tactical
sacrifice to maintain the Pacific
Fleet�s strategic viability? Pye an-
swers: �The use of offensive action
to relieve Wake had been my inten-
tion and desire. But when the enemy
had once landed on the island, the
general strategic situation took pre-
cedence, and the conservation of
our naval forces became the first
consideration. I ordered the retire-
ment with extreme regret.�28

Could a situation such as Wake
Island occur today? Most definitely.
Small US detachments and units scat-
tered about the globe participate in
strategically vital operations in ex-
tremely hostile environments.

Current operations share another
significant feature with Wake Is-
land�the presence of civilians,
usually volunteers serving with re-
lief organizations. Many such orga-
nizations are international, which
adds another layer to the problems
that could face a modern-day Cun-
ningham. Civilian presence will also
influence the decisions of com-
manders on the ground. Twelve
hundred unarmed civilians on Wake
Island weighed heavily on Cun-
ningham as he made the decision to
surrender his command. A leader to-
day would be no less cognizant of
the presence of noncombatants.
And, the press will always be there
to remind us should we forget.

Probably the single most signifi-
cant change from the actions and
operations conducted in World War
II is the advent of instantaneous
news�now called the �CNN factor.�
How different might the decisions
on Wake Island have been if a news
crew had been there to photograph
and catalog every aspect of the de-
fense? How much of a liability would
the island have been if Americans
could have seen daily the defenders�
heroism or, more poignantly, their
pathetically weak defenses? It would
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have been much harder to convince
the American people that recalling
the relief force was strategically
sound. In the end, leaders will con-
tinue to make difficult strategic deci-
sions based on the country�s
needs�not the number of civilians
or the amount of news coverage.

Aftermath
After Cunningham surrendered,

he donned his dress blues to meet
his captors. To Devereux fell the hu-
miliating task of going to each posi-
tion telling the men to surrender.
Some were incredulous. One of the
Marines advised: �Don�t surrender,
[sir]. Marines never surrender. It�s a
hoax.�29

The biggest surprise awaited
Devereux when he went to Wilkes
Island. The Marines had gained the
initiative through luck, courage and
resolute leadership. They had gone
on the offensive and saved the is-
land. As Devereux approached the
island, he was surrounded by �a few
grubby, dirty men who came out of
the brush with their rifles ready.�30

Reluctantly, the men surrendered.
By 1400, all resistance ceased.

Despite their surrender, Wake Island�s
defenders struck a moral and physi-
cal blow to Japan. While exact Japa-
nese losses during the 15-day battle
will never be known, over 1,000 sol-
diers died; four warships were sunk
and eight were damaged; and 21 air-

craft were shot down.
US losses were negligible: 58 Ma-

rines, 11 sailors and an undetermined
number of civilians.31 Equipment
losses included 12 aircraft, six 5-inch
coastal guns and twelve 3-inch anti-
aircraft guns. The psychological
benefit cannot be quantified, but
�Remember Wake Island� became
the country�s rallying cry.

The Japanese decided to keep
100 of the civilian contractors on the
island to complete the airbase, which
by 1943 became functional.  When
US Navy planes attacked the island,
the Japanese commander believed
the US was preparing to invade and
executed the civilians. The US did
not invade and the commander�s ac-
tion has never been explained. The
US never returned to Wake Island.
Ironically, for all its supposed pre-
war strategic importance, the island
played no role in either side�s strat-
egy for the remainder of the war.
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During World War II, US and Brit-
ish armored units fought against the
same foe on the same ground using
the same equipment. US effective-
ness improved dramatically in three
years of active operations. British ef-
fectiveness improved at a much
slower rate during their five years of
activity.

The difference in British and US
rates of wartime learning apparently
relate to organizational infrastructure
and the systems by which informa-
tion was absorbed and codified. Brit-
ish army learning was hampered by

the lack of armywide doctrine and
common tactical procedures and a
decentralized command practice that
delegated authority for much of the
army�s training, doctrine and organi-
zation to theater and unit command-
ers. In contrast, a dense network of
channels allowed effective commu-
nication among officers within the
entire US force, and common doc-
trine and training standards sup-
plied the Army with the baseline or
common language necessary to ab-
sorb new ideas and develop, test
and implement new tactical protocols.

Combined Arms Warfare
In 1940, each of the primary com-

bat arms enjoyed certain advantages
over one or more of the others. For
example, high-velocity antitank guns
were capable of destroying tanks at
3,000 meters, approximately twice the
range at which most tanks of the day
could respond. However, antitank
guns were highly vulnerable to artil-
lery fire, which had a range of about
12,000 meters. In turn, artillery was
vulnerable to tank attacks.

Of course, the actual dominance
of one weapon system over another

Military Learning
by Captain Eric Higenbotham, US Army National Guard
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depended on a host of factors, in-
cluding terrain and unit mission.
Therefore, the ability to deploy
weapons quickly against the most
appropriate targets, given their spe-
cific operational circumstances, de-
termined tactical success.

The British Experience
In planning for Operation Cru-

sader in 1941, British Eighth Army
commander General Alan Cunning-
ham intended to use mobile com-
bined arms forces to sweep behind
German forces entrenched in North
Africa�s �Sollum line.� The bulk of
British armor was deployed into the
XXX Corps, which contained one
infantry division and three tank bri-
gades, each reinforced with infantry,
artillery and antitank elements.

The XXX Corps was to slip around
the German southern flank to Gabr
Saleh, while British infantry divi-
sions pinned down the German front.
At or near Gabr Saleh, XXX Corps
would defeat the German armor and,
with its own flanks secured, crash
down on the German rear.

After arriving behind German
lines on 18 November, the antici-
pated German armored counterattack
failed to materialize. The British XXX
Corps became dispersed as its ele-
ments sought out the German armor.
On 21 November, the two German
panzer divisions converged on Sidi
Rezegh, where the British 7th Bri-
gade�s tanks were deployed, de-
stroying all but 28 of the British
tanks. The next day, XXX Corps
joined the battle, but the two remain-
ing armored brigades arrived indi-
vidually and were defeated in detail.
By the evening of 22 November, only
44 operational tanks remained in
XXX Corps.1

Throughout these and subse-
quent actions, British armor oper-
ated independently of infantry, anti-
tank and artillery forces. Robert
Crisp, tank troop commander, 3d Bat-
talion, Royal Tank Regiment, wrote a
detailed narrative of the action in
which he mentions the presence of
artillery and antitank elements in the
brigade, but he never discusses any
action coordinated with them.2 In a
similarly detailed account, R.L. Crimp,

a member of one of the British 7th
Armoured Brigade�s infantry battal-
ions, also fails to mention significant
coordination of the unit�s actions
with brigade tank elements.3

This lack of coordination had dire
consequences. When British armor
encountered German antitank de-
fenses, especially when those were
backed by artillery and armored re-
serves, local British armor command-
ers had no choice but to run or
charge. Crisp writes: �A German 88-
mm gun could knock us out at 3,000
yards, whereas the maximum effective
range of our 37-mm and 2-pounder
guns was reckoned to be about
1,200. The result, in simple arithmetic,
was that we would have to be within
range of their tanks and guns for
1,800 yards before we could hope to
get close enough to do any dam-
age. Eighteen hundred yards, in
those circumstances, is a long way.
It is sixty-four thousand eight hun-
dred inches. . . . The only answer lay
in mobility, and pretty fast mobility
at that.�4

Mobility was not the only an-
swer. Even a contemporary 81-milli-
meter mortar out-ranged the flat-
trajectory 88-millimeter gun by over
two kilometers. But this solution
would have entailed the coordination
of more than one type of weapon.
The British 22d Brigade lost 52 tanks
while fighting the Italian Ariete Divi-
sion.5 But, while the British were im-
pressed by the quality of German
equipment, no one could argue that
the Italians enjoyed any sort of ma-
teriel qualitative superiority.

Two years later, during Operation
Goodwood, British armored divi-
sions enjoyed only marginally better
combined arms coordination. Good-
wood was the first of two nearly si-
multaneous attacks�the other being
Operation Cobra�designed to
break out of the coastal area after
the Normandy landings. The plan
called for 2,000 heavy and medium
bombers to hit various German-held
targets. Tanks and other VIII Corps
elements were to follow a rolling bar-
rage fired by 500 guns, pass some
small villages that dotted the area,
then continue up the slopes of
Bourguebus Ridge. Additional infan-

try forces, reinforced with armor,
were to secure the flanks.

The plan failed, and poor com-
bined arms coordination was largely
to blame. The operation plan called
for the 11th Armoured Division to by-
pass the village of Cagny and attack
the ridge. Cagny had been bombed
early in the morning, and only four
German 88-millimeter antitank guns
were functional. Had even a small
force of infantry accompanied the
British tanks, the town could have
been taken. Instead, the division left
behind a force of 16 tanks to screen
the German position. As the morn-
ing progressed, German battle group
commander Hans von Luck reorga-
nized Cagny�s defenses. Damaged
tanks were recovered and put into
line, and by noon, the Germans had
eight functioning Mark IVs. Von
Luck�s gunners eventually destroyed
all 16 tanks of the 11th Armoured
Division�s screening force.6

By 1100, British tanks were pre-
pared to attack Cagny. However, the
mechanized rifle battalion of the
division�s armored brigade was de-
layed. Until it arrived, all attempts to
flank the German position and find a
way into the town were repulsed. At
1600, the infantry battalion finally ar-
rived, and �the village fell almost at
once�because the Germans had no
infantry either, only the guns and a
single tank.�7 The action at Cagny
cost the 11th Armoured Division
about 20 tanks and the Guards
Armoured Division over 60 of its
number. Despite the victory, the
battle cost the British precious time
at a critical point in the battle.

Similar problems plagued the
Bourguebus Ridge attack. When the
11th Armoured Division encountered
massed artillery fire from behind the
ridge and antitank fire from on top of
it, the division�s single battalion of
organic self-propelled artillery proved
woefully inadequate. With no infan-
try and no artillery, the tanks were
once again forced to charge the
guns. Author John Keegan quotes
an officer with the 3d Royal Tank
Regiment: �It was just as the leading
tanks were level with Hurbert Folie
when the fun began. I saw Sherman
after Sherman go up in flames, and it
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got to such a pitch that I thought
that in another few minutes there
would be nothing left of the regi-
ment.�8 The British lost over 500
tanks�36 percent of the entire ar-
mored force�during the three days
of Operation Goodwood.9

The US Experience
The goal of the German offensive

around Kasserine Pass was to dis-
rupt Allied preparations for the final
push to Tunis. The attack threw US
forces off balance. The lst Armored
Division lost 100 tanks, 57 half-
tracks, 29 artillery pieces and 6,700
men, over half of whom were cap-
tured. Combat Command A (CCA) of
the 1st Armored Division was de-
ployed to defend the passes leading
to Sidi Bou Zid, which sat astride the
road to Kasserine Pass.

When the battle began, CCA ele-
ments were widely dispersed and
only marginally task-organized.
Brigadier General Raymond Mc-
Quillan had placed one infantry bat-
talion on each of the two hills over-
looking the road to Sidi Bou Zid. The
two positions were too far separated
to be mutually supporting, and they
were too far from CCA�s artillery el-
ements to receive support from them.
The reserve, a battalion of tanks and
a company of tank destroyers, was
located to the rear of Sidi Bou Zid
from where it could theoretically
launch counterattacks to support the
forward-deployed infantry. How-
ever, since the front was wide open
and the flanks unprotected, little pre-
vented the Germans from penetrating
the entire area, blocking the reserve
and isolating each element.

On 14 February, the 10th and 21st
Panzer Divisions moved between
and around the two US forward po-
sitions. By 0730, the Germans had
completely surrounded the forward
US infantry battalions. The German
combined arms force of 83 tanks,
supporting artillery and antitank
weapons soundly defeated the single
battalion of US tanks, then pressed
on to Sidi Bou Zid.

In early 1943, most observers
would have agreed that the US Army
would never produce division- or

corps-size units capable of coordi-
nating large-scale, combined arms
operations. British and French junior
officers commonly called the Ameri-
cans �our Italians,� and British Gen-
eral Harold Alexander, arriving in
North Africa during the Kasserine
battle, said Americans were �igno-
rant, ill-trained and rather at a loss.�10

Over the next year and a half, the US
Army improved dramatically. Opera-
tion Cobra showcased US Army ca-
pabilities far above those displayed
in the battles for Tunisia.

Operation Cobra, launched seven
days after Operation Goodwood, rup-
tured German lines. Facing a discon-
tinuous defense organized around
blocking positions and strong
points, US forces attacked on paral-
lel axes. Armor and infantry were
cross-attached down to the platoon
level, and the activities of tanks, in-
fantry, engineers and artillery were
highly coordinated. Where possible,
infantry rode on top of tanks to
keep up with and provide security
for the armor.

While tanks attacked strong
points, infantry leaders, through tele-
phones rigged to the back deck of
each tank, alerted tank commanders
to unseen dangers.  Artillery forward
observers traveled on top of the lead
tanks, taking advantage of mobility
and added height to call in accurate
and timely fire. When encountering
resistance, tanks and self-propelled
artillery laid down a base of fire,
while infantry worked into assault
positions. Engineers traveled with
all of the columns and were de-
ployed to demolish physical ob-
stacles.11

As in most battles, the infantry
took particularly heavy casualties.
For example, CCA, the 2d Armored
Division�s leading task force, lost
most of its infantry while attacking
the town of Percy. Nevertheless,
Percy was taken, and nowhere was
progress blocked for the want of in-
fantry or artillery. At one point, 2,500
Germans of the LXXXIV Corps tried
to break out of the trap between
Lenglonne and St. Denis. General
Joe Collins wrote that �pointblank
artillery and tank fire greatly aided

the armored infantry in breaking up
the attack. After six hours of con-
fused fighting, illuminated by burn-
ing vehicles, the 2d Armored held
fast.�12

In contrast to the British and in
spite of their prewar inexperience
with armor, US soldiers learned
quickly and developed highly effec-
tive armored divisions capable of
conducting combined arms combat.
Few Englishmen would call the
Americans �our Italians� after 1943.
Richard O�Connor, one of Britain�s
most gifted armor commanders dur-
ing the war, wrote, �Having seen a
good deal of them [Americans] re-
cently, I think there is a lot to be
learned from them.�13

Theorists, Leaders and
Cognitive Theory

It is easy now to find flaws or in-
congruities in individual British pre-
war theories of mechanized warfare.
Nevertheless, what characterized
that body of thought as a whole was
its broad scope and general fore-
sight. The ideas of J.F.C. Fuller and
B.H. Liddell Hart provided inspiration
for British armored advocates during
the early interwar period. During the
last year of World War I, Fuller de-
veloped �Plan 1919� that called for
more than 5,000 tanks so �a carefully
mounted tank, infantry and artillery
attack could be launched, the objec-
tive of which [would be] the zone of
the enemy�s guns; namely the sec-
ondary tactical zone some 10,000
yards deep.�14 The war ended before
the plan could be implemented, but
Liddell Hart expanded on Fuller�s
ideas after the war, focusing much of
his attention on how tactical suc-
cess with mechanized units could be
exploited to achieve decisive re-
sults at the operational and strate-
gic levels.15

Liddell Hart was largely respon-
sible for creating an experimental
mechanized brigade in 1927, which
gave a large number of later field
commanders experience in armored
warfare and provided a basis for
continued discussion of mechanized
warfare during the interwar period. A
lively debate about the proper mix of
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in part on internal or external ob-
structions they face and the ways in
which they cope with them. Was the
British army more prone than the US
Army to organizationally motivated
obstructionism? A review of organi-
zational politics in both forces re-
veals this was not the case.

Several students of World War II
British operations have argued that
while British theorists were ahead of
their time, they were blocked from
positions of responsibility by more
conservative senior leaders who had
risen from infantry and, particularly,
cavalry commands.22 Undoubtedly,
conservative forces were operating
in the British army. However, the
force�s decentralized structure was
far more conducive to experimenta-
tion and the free competition of ideas
than was the more rigidly structured
US Army.

British army officers belonged to
one of two branches�infantry or
cavalry�or to one of several corps,
such as artillery, tank, engineers or
ordinance. However, the core ele-
ment in an officer�s identity and pros-
pects for promotion was his regi-
mental standing. The regimental
system was originally intended to
facilitate the maintenance of colonial
forces overseas. Each regiment,
most of which had two battalions,
was responsible for maintaining one
battalion overseas.23 Officers stayed
within a given regiment until gradu-
ating to commands above battalion.
Their assignments thereafter periodi-
cally included rotations in regimen-
tal management. Hence, although
battalions were formed into brigades
and divisions where possible, affili-
ation was always primarily to the
battalion and regiment.

While outwardly promoting con-
servative values�exemplified by
the traditions of the British regimen-
tal officers mess, polo playing and
so on�the system allowed new
ideas to flourish under the cover and
protection of many overlapping
structures. Experimentation fre-
quently took place at the regimental
level, and many of the best ideas
were adopted by the rest of the force.
British infantry had been experiment-
ing with machinegun and antitank

weapon systems in mechanized
units ensued. Major General Sir
Percy Hobart, commander of the 7th
Armoured Division, believed that
tanks could operate almost, although
not entirely, independently on the
battlefield.16 Brigade Major Vivyan
Pope, at the Tank Corps Center felt
there was a need for balanced ele-
ments of tanks and armored infan-
try.17 Despite varied opinions, com-
bined arms coordination was clearly
recognized as being necessary.

In the United States, little serious
thought was given to mechanized
units� organization, in part because
the Army lacked armored vehicles or
organizations with which to experi-
ment. In Britain, armored units of one
type or another were in continuous
existence during the entire interwar
period.18 The first US experimental
brigade was not created until 1928
and was disbanded within three
months. The brigade�s only tanks
were derelict French and British mod-
els that had been pulled out of stor-
age and put in running order. The
entire budget for armored vehicles
between 1925 and 1939 totaled
$60,000, less than twice the pro-
jected cost of a single Christie tank
in 1938.19 On 1 September 1939, the
United States had 28 operational
tanks.20

US Army armor pioneers lacked
budgets, equipment and organiza-
tion. Most borrowed ideas from the
British. General A.R. Chaffee Jr., the
US Army�s most prominent cham-
pion of armor, relied heavily on Brit-
ish reports for developing armor
doctrine.21 Much of the opposition
to armor was as much bureaucratic
as it was intellectual. Nevertheless,
the result was a complete lack of dis-
cussion and debate among US mili-
tary officers on mechanized com-
bined arms warfare.

Bureaucratic Politics
Theory

Theories about the effects of bu-
reaucratic politics on organizations
surmise that vested interests fre-
quently interfere with the rational
functioning of organizations. Hence,
the relative effectiveness of different
organizations would seem to depend

carriers in the mid-1920s, and the ar-
tillery created the world�s first self-
propelled artillery piece�the
18-pound Birch Gun.24

Based largely on 1934 maneuvers,
during which mechanized forces had
performed extraordinarily well, Chief
of the Imperial General Staff John
Montgomery-Massingberd ordered
the entire army�infantry, cavalry
and artillery�to accelerate the pro-
cess of mechanization. Twenty-eight
infantry battalions would be con-
verted to mechanized machinegun
battalions; the remainder would be-
come motorized.

Before the war, several advocates
for armor, including Fuller, embraced
armor�s cause with near-messianic
zeal. They felt that professional ar-
mor officers had been denied access
to authority and that maneuvers had
been skewed to reflect poorly on the
Royal Tank Corps, although there
was little evidence to substantiate
either claim.

In 1927, Fuller was appointed as
the first commander of the experi-
mental mechanized force, but he re-
jected the offer on the grounds that
he would also be required to com-
mand a nonexperimental brigade,
which would compromise the experi-
ment. The rest of the tank corps did
not share his objections. They
tended to view the command ar-
rangements as adequate and the es-
tablishment of the mechanized
force as a great opportunity.25

US Army armor advocates faced
more bureaucratically motivated op-
position to their ideas than did the
British. US Army branches, particu-
larly cavalry and infantry, tended to
tightly control events. In 1930, Army
Chief of Staff General Douglas
MacArthur ordered both the infan-
try and cavalry to mechanize their
units. Nether branch complied. Cav-
alry branch chief John Herr went so
far as to say that he would not cut a
single horseman to make room for
tanks. In 1938, to underscore his po-
sition, he attempted to reintroduce
the saber to the cavalry inventory.26

In this environment, US armor en-
thusiasts could find little �space�
within which to operate or purvey
their ideas. And, in fact, the tank
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corps, which had been formed in
1918, was abolished by the 1920 Na-
tional Defense Act.27 Despite the
general advantages of clip-fed rifles
over horses, cavalry officers came to
dominate the US Army, providing a
particularly large obstacle to the en-
croachment of armor.28 The net effect
of bureaucratic obstruction in the US
Army was a lack of discussion about
how combined arms tactics might be
employed most effectively within
mechanized forces. When war broke
out in Europe in 1939, no US Army
units had trained for such opera-
tions.

Although there were undoubt-
edly active opponents of mechaniza-
tion in the British army, they met with
far less success than did US military
conservatives. However, while there
might be some validity to the argu-
ment that bureaucratic politics hurt
the British army�s performance, it
cannot explain the US Army�s better
wartime learning curve.

Continuous
Improvement

The era of regular and planned in-
novation in industry has given rise
to a relatively new body of literature
on organizational learning and effec-
tiveness. The common element in
this literature is the focus on con-
tinuous process improvement�or
dynamic learning�and the treatment
of the organizational infrastructure
as the primary determinant of com-
petitiveness and effectiveness.

The British army had immense
difficulties moving from conceptions
and theories of armored warfare to-
ward an armored warfare doctrine. It
had even more difficulties convert-
ing doctrine into tactical procedures.
In 1938, the Field Service Regula-
tion was the only official armywide
operational guide not associated
with a branch or regiment.29 How-
ever, its contents were largely ab-
stract rather than procedural. During
the war, the notes from the theater of
war provided more concrete assis-
tance.30 But, the notes, written as
communiqués by regional com-
mands, provided no armywide stan-
dard that could serve as a basis for

incremental improvements.
Behind this lack of armywide tac-

tical procedures and standards was
the British army�s regimental system
and decentralized nature. Of all the
European powers, only the British
assigned so many training responsi-
bilities to the regiments and so few
to the war department or army head-
quarters. The concentration of re-
sources at the regiment level inhib-
ited training at brigade and division
levels. Responsibility for large-scale
exercises was placed primarily on the
major home and overseas commands,
and no army-level exercise facilities
were funded and equipped to rou-
tinely cope with such events. Exer-
cises conducted on the Salisbury
Plain�a tiny plot of land by US stan-
dards�were as close as the British
came to a center for army tactics. But
those exercises were held under the
Home Command�s auspices, which
did not have the authority to estab-
lish tactical procedures for the entire
force.

The British army�s decentralized
nature hampered the development of
armywide tactical procedures and
plagued the development of coher-
ent fighting units. For example, the
7th Armoured Division�the �Desert
Rats��involved both in Operations
Crusader and Goodwood, spent a
total of two weeks during the war
training as a single body, despite
numerous breaks in its battlefield ac-
tivity.31 Even after the fall of Tunis,
when the division was sent to Homs
for four months, no division- or bri-
gade-level exercises were held. Gen-
erally, when the division was out of
line, battalions were dispersed, each
going to its own camp or regimental
depot. In April 1941, when the divi-
sion was sent to refit in Egypt, the
2d Rifle Battalion was stationed on
the Suez Canal to watch for air-
dropped mines, while the armored
battalions were camped in the delta.32

Of course, battle can be consid-
ered a form of training. Armies are
frequently described as �battle
hardened,� a phrase that suggests
combat seasoning. But the British
experience suggests that combat ex-
perience might not result in signifi-

cantly improved operational capa-
bilities if combat lessons are not sys-
tematically distilled and used as the
basis for improved training. In June
1944, there were high expectations
for what the Desert Rats might
achieve in Europe, but their perfor-
mance was worse than that of most
other British armored units.33

Among other problems the 7th
Armoured Division experienced was a
lack of continuity in subordinate-unit
composition. The regimental system
was again largely to blame. The regi-
ments protected their own turf, cre-
ating something of a union system.
For example, the Royal Horse Artil-
lery Regiment was responsible for
providing the army with self-pro-
pelled artillery battalions. It pro-
tected this function, and other regi-
ments, such as the Honourable and
Ancient Artillery, could not be con-
verted. As a result of this union sys-
tem, any change in division tables of
organization and equipment resulted
in wholesale replacement of battal-
ions instead of the conversion of
battalions already assigned to the
divisions.

Continuity also suffered when the
regiments rotated battalions be-
tween the Home Command and vari-
ous field commands. During the war,
the number of battalions in the 7th
Armoured Division went from 12 to
21 back down to 12. Eleven distinct
brigades and 42 different battalions
passed through the division as or-
ganic elements.34 The resulting lack
of division cohesion frequently re-
sulted in scattered battalions during
active operations. In emergencies, it
was often easier to create scratch
brigades out of battalions from dif-
ferent divisions than to reassemble
the original divisions.

Frequent leadership changes
above, below and at the division
level further undermined unit cohe-
sion and the ability of units and their
leaders to learn together. During
five-and-a-half years of war, the 7th
Armoured Division had 10 command-
ers.35 The situation at theater level
was hardly better. British Middle
East forces had three commanders in
three years. Theater commanders
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had great latitude in structuring or
restructuring their forces. Perhaps
more important, the lack of armywide
doctrine standards meant each com-
mander was likely to arrive in theater
or at division-level headquarters
with a radically different operational
style than that of his predecessor.
General Sir Archibald Wavell resur-
rected the 19th-century British light
mobile desert column and conducted
converging attacks with indepen-
dently operating, corps-size, all-arms
units. Field Marshal Sir Claude
Auchinleck favored bold sweeping
attacks by massed armored forces.
Field Marshal Sir Bernard Montgom-
ery preferred to lay siege to enemy
front lines, frequently saying he was
�crumbling� the enemy front. For the
7th Armoured Division, like all divi-
sions in the British army, frequent
changes in command meant fre-
quently learning a new way of war.

The US Army, building on an ex-
isting training and doctrine system,
developed an elaborate infrastruc-
ture that permitted the development,
codification and continual evalua-
tion of new doctrine and tactics. The
outstanding feature of the US sys-
tem was its treatment of both unit
training and the development of tac-
tics and doctrine as inseparable ele-
ments. This seamless system con-
tributed directly and indirectly to US
military performance. The US train-
ing system produced units that were
well versed in existing doctrine and
capable of performing to known and
relatively uniform standards. The ex-
istence of a uniform standard facili-
tated the further development and
improvement of tactics and proce-
dures by ensuring that lessons
learned from one unit were likely to
apply to other units as well.

Virtually all of the training and
doctrine system elements had some
precedent, but General Lesley
McNair formalized the full wartime
system by using a program to de-
velop, disseminate, test and modify
US Army doctrine. The first part of
this program involved conducting
and evaluating maneuvers. Large-
scale, relatively adhoc exercises were

conducted. VIII Corps, formed in
January 1941, conducted two corps-
level exercises and participated in
one multiarmy-level exercise within
the first nine months of its existence.
The second exercise involved close
to 500,000 men and 1,000 aircraft op-
erating across a �battlefield� that
stretched along the Louisiana-Texas
border.36 Key participants studied
exercise results in detail and pre-
pared reports for McNair and his
staff. The process helped the army
community identify which tactics
worked and which did not. The
Desert Training Center, for a time
under the direction of General
George S. Patton Jr., was established
for the continued refinement of tac-
tical and operational procedures.37

The second part of the McNair�s
program involved inspection tours
by key staff members from the vari-
ous branches to units at the front. In
addition to ensuring that doctrine
was being followed at the front, spe-
cialists evaluated the effectiveness
of existing doctrine and collected
feedback from practitioners about
how it might be improved. The re-
ports �helped to link together divi-
sions fighting overseas with the
War Department, the army�s school
system and units training for over-
seas deployment.�38 The third part of
McNair�s program was a series of
lectures, discussions and demon-
strations designed primarily to ex-
plain the full range of unit types and
capabilities.

A key precondition for doctrinal
evolution was the rigorous training
and testing of units at all levels in
the procedures associated with exist-
ing doctrine. Under McNair�s sys-
tem, all new divisions entered a
�training cycle� of 44 weeks before
combat deployment.39 The cycle was
divided into three phases, each cul-
minating in a rigorous evaluation of
proficiency at platoon, battalion and
division levels. Even after deploy-
ment, operational standards required
that, when possible, a division�s
training cycle replicate in miniature
the division�s original training sched-
ule. For example, after its drubbing at

Kasserine Pass and the subsequent
fall of Tunis, the 1st Armored Divi-
sion settled in for a summer of train-
ing. While the British 7th Armoured
Division rested and refitted at Homs
in regimental cantonments, the US
1st Armored Division conducted
�large-scale, day-night exercises�
near Oran.40

In the US Army, channels of com-
munication were redundant, sophis-
ticated and frequently exercised. In
the British army, channels were dif-
fuse, informal and did not facilitate
the systematic, armywide develop-
ment and testing of tactical proce-
dures. Neither British units nor Brit-
ish commanders could make the
kinds of steady incremental im-
provements that characterized tacti-
cal adaptation and learning in the US
Army.

A hands-on, interactive approach
to learning, including the use of care-
fully constructed and systematically
evaluated maneuvers, is necessary
to convert theories of war into prac-
tical doctrines and procedures for
the conduct of war. Theories of war
establish the logical connections be-
tween technological and social de-
velopments and military possibilities.
But military theories alone cannot
deliver victory on the battlefield. The
British were rich in theory but poor
in practice. To have an impact on the
battlefield, theories must be trans-
lated into doctrine or sets of proce-
dures for accomplishing specific
battlefield tasks. Effective doctrine
can only be developed through the
practice and evaluation of proposed
procedures under simulated battle-
field conditions.

Innovation and learning can be
described in terms of continuous
process improvement. The primary
determinant of success or failure in
achieving such continuous improve-
ment is the strength of the infrastruc-
ture that binds the organization. A
highly developed infrastructure is
essential. For an organization to
learn, its members must share a com-
mon language that derived from doc-
trine that is practiced throughout the
force. Rigorous unit-level training
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and evaluation produces leaders of
high and, perhaps more important,
relatively uniform quality. Based on
these observations derived from the
British and US armies in World War
II, priority should be given first to
the learning system itself, and only
then to specific questions of doctrine,
organization and equipment. MR
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At 0330 on 22 June 1941, world
war came to Russia for the second
time in the 20th century. Three de-
cades earlier, Czar Nicholas II�s
armies had gone forewarned into the
offensive. This time Stalin�s armies
were caught by surprise and on the
defensive.

Soviet troops on the frontier were
at little more than peacetime strength.
With timing and experience on their
side, three German army groups tore
their way with stunning rapidity
through Russian air and ground de-
fenses. In little more than a week, the
Wehrmacht�s momentum carried the
banners of fascism deep into Soviet
territory. By 3 July, even Chief of the
German General Staff General Franz
Halder, initially skeptical, wrote that
the Russian Campaign had been

won in only two weeks. Until the
Battle for Moscow six months later,
the fate of Josef Stalin�s Russia hung
by the slender threads of frantic im-
provisation, untold sacrifice and
desperate, defensive battle.

Why So Unprepared?
Why was the Red Army so un-

prepared for Hitler�s invasion?
Some blame failure on the historical
�malady��Russia�s curse to do
poorly at the outset of all conflicts.
Others blame native military incom-
petence magnified by German per-
fidy and martial skill. Still others
blame Stalin�s inept statecraft and
his naivete for trusting Adolf Hitler
while distrusting his own intelligence
reports about war�s imminence, which
originated with the very security and

intelligence organs he had recently
and ruthlessly purged. Also, when
war did come, the burden of troop
leadership fell on the shoulders of an
officer corps seriously impaired by
the same purges. It was as if Stalin
were out to prove the adage that
�most wounds are self-inflicted.�

Subsequently, and not surpris-
ingly, during Stalin�s own lifetime,
the initial period of the �Great Patri-
otic War� (the Russian term for
World War II on the Eastern Front)
was a black hole from which little
historical light radiated. The post-
Stalin period gave rise to occasional
glimmers, but regard for the commu-
nist legacy and the reputations of
Stalin�s inheritors, who owed their
rise and careers to preparation for
and conduct of the war, precluded

Stalin�s Dangerous Game
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more than a few stray flickers of light.
After 1956, Stalin gradually emer-

ged as scapegoat, but criticisms
were often elliptical and superficial.
To transcend formulaic indictments
associated with �the cult of person-
ality,� one had either to read�
mostly in vain�between the lines or
turn to the best western commenta-
tors, especially the dense, magiste-
rial writings of British historian John
Erickson.1 Failing everything else,
one could turn with less assurance
to German writings of �the devil�s
disciples� for partisan explanations
of why Hitler�s generals initially did
so well in order, ultimately, to fail so
spectacularly.

These circumstances held true
until the last years of Russian Presi-
dent Mikhail Gorbachev�s regime,
when �openness� and a thirst for
�filling in the blank spots� created a
more positive atmosphere for pursuit
of historical truth, including what
occurred in 1941. For a brief period
during the early 1990s, a few daring
pioneers, such as Colonel General
Dmitri Volkogonov, succeeded in
prying open archival doors, only to
have them slammed shut by the
forces of political uncertainty and
resurgent conservatism. Meanwhile,
the darkness was lit by a few feeble
rays emanating intermittently from
the Kremlin�s Presidential Archive
and various military archives.

By Dim Candlelight
By this time Viktor Suvorov and

Gabriel Gorodetsky had already be-
gun lighting a few candles of their
own. Suvorov is the pseudonym of
the well-known Soviet defector
Miron Rezun, who �earned his
spurs� in the West as a former in-
sider writing about the inner work-
ings of the Soviet Army. As the Cold
War waned, Suvorov shifted his lit-
erary barrage from present dying en-
emies to past dead enemies, finally
zeroing in on Stalin�s role in allegedly
precipitating Hitler�s invasion of
Russia.

In his book, Ice-breaker: Who
Started the Second World War,
Suvorov argues�on scant evi-
dence�that in 1941 Stalin was actu-
ally preparing a preemptive strike

against Germany.2 Consequently,
Germany�s Operation Barbarossa
could be justified as merely a pre-
emption of the potential preemptor.
In Suvorov�s altered perspective,
Hitler�s turn to the east might be
viewed as a preventive war�an
anti-Bolshevik crusade that would
presage the subsequent Cold War�s
containment and roll-back policies.

In one deft move, Suvorov flung
open the door to the pure light of
ideologically inspired speculation.
Those who for any reason�and the
reasons were often real enough�
found something to dislike in the old
Soviet regime basked in the bright
light of a seemingly higher truth.
Never mind that the preemption ar-
gument was as old as Hermann
Goebbels� German propaganda
machine, and never mind that it
stretched the facts beyond any cor-
respondence with historical reality.

Suvorov�s work won an immense
and sympathetic audience of a people
long fed up with authoritarian-
ism who were willing to believe the
worst about their political forbears,
especially Stalin. Russian authorities
soon found themselves grudgingly
reopening selected archives to re-
visit 1941 and counter Suvorov�s
bold run to daylight. Wittingly or
unwittingly, he performed his most
important service for historiography
by prompting a limited reopening of
Russian archives.

One of the scholars who ben-
efited immensely from newly acces-
sible materials is Israeli historian
Gabriel Gorodetsky, Director of the
Curiel Center for International Affairs
at Tel Aviv University. Trained as a
Russian diplomatic historian, Goro-
detsky was deeply troubled by the
widespread acceptance of Suvorov�s
contentions. From the mid- to late-
1980s, he began a personal quest to
set the record straight. Gorodetsky�s
book, Grand Delusion: Stalin and
the German Invasion of Russia, is
the product of painstaking archival
research in Russia and elsewhere.3

Not since the publication of John
Erickson�s books has any single
work done so much to improve un-
derstanding of what went wrong for
the Soviets in 1941.4

Stalin’s Role
Gorodetsky marshals new materi-

als and fresh perspective in his
quest to clarify Stalin�s actions dur-
ing the year before Hitler�s invasion.
The portrait that emerges is more
complex and nuanced than previous
studies paint. It depicts a coldly cal-
culating Stalin, who, when con-
fronted with the revolutionary impli-
cations inherent in Hitler�s version
of a new European order, felt impelled
by traditional Russian interests to
redress the imbalance and address
the international humiliations Russia
had suffered since the end of the
Crimean War in 1856. These inter-
ests, when translated into objectives,
included acquiring a buffer zone for
the western frontier, pursuing guar-
antees against possible incursion,
expanding influence in the Balkans
and retaining access to the Turkish
straits, while denying the latter to
potential adversaries.

In Gorodetsky�s view, Stalin was
neither the ideologue Suvorov de-
picts nor the ham-handed bungler
British Prime Minister Winston
Churchill remembered. Gorodetsky
sees him as a single-minded practi-
tioner of realpolitik. Of course, the
difficulty was that Stalin�s various
ventures brought him into conflict
not only with Germany but also with
Great Britain, whose interests in the
Mediterranean had long barred the
door to Russian and Soviet expan-
sion.

Distrust of Great Britain compli-
cated Soviet foreign and security
policy and initially prevented Stalin
from finding common cause with the
British against Hitler. Gorodetsky
ably and even brilliantly demon-
strates how, through everything,
Stalin�s policies looked not only to
the west and sometimes to the east,
but also to the southwest and the
straits.

This complex mosaic depicts
Stalin�s reincarnated version of the
�Great Game,� the term usually ap-
plied to the 19th-century Anglo-
Russian rivalry for hegemony in cen-
tral and south Asia. Stalin�s cards
were chiefly political and diplomatic.
He played them ruthlessly and with
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some skill, as demonstrated by his
nonaggression pact with Hitler; the
outcome of the Finnish war; and the
annexation of eastern Poland, the
Baltic republics and Bessarabia. Yet
Stalin�s play also uncovered his
weak suit, the Red Army, which left
the Soviet Union vulnerable to mili-
tary trump.

Gorodetsky is at his best as he
weaves his way through the tangle
of Balkan politics and perceptions.
After failing to keep the Germans out
of Romania, Stalin played for time
and influence in Bulgaria only to
have the Germans execute an end
run into Greece, which naturally led
to Bulgaria�s capitulation to the Axis.

Bit Players
From these and other complex

cross currents flow both a sense of
the rational and traditional in Stalin�s
policy and an understanding of vari-
ous participants, including ministers,
ambassadors, soldiers, intelligence
operatives and the occasional bit
player. Thus, in the days before in-
stantaneous communications, Goro-
detsky shows how the British emis-
sary to Moscow, the former leftist Sir
Stafford Cripps, and his old-school
German counterpart, Count Werner
von Schulenburg, left their own im-
print on the period�s policies and
perceptions. Both were prophets,
but only one was ordained to play
Cassandra.

Cripps believed Stalin was indis-
pensable to any full-blown anti-
Hitler crusade that might enable
Great Britain to survive epic conflict.
Schulenburg felt Germany had little
to gain and much to lose from war
with the Soviet Union. Gorodetsky
also demonstrates how Stalin and his
inner circle reacted to intelligence re-
ports.  They were men whose innate
suspicions made them distrust not
only the British�who were trying to
drag the Soviet Union into the war�
but also the often inexperienced and
sometimes inept operatives plying
their dangerous trade in occupied
and unoccupied Europe. Indeed, the
review of intelligence at Stalin�s and
the Soviet High Command�s dis-
posal is more detailed and compre-
hensive than that offered by any ac-
count available to date.

Varying conclusions drawn from

intelligence sources highlight differ-
ences between Stalin and his military
officers. Gorodetsky scores a major
contribution in describing this rela-
tionship. After the Red Army�s initial
failures in Finland, and after short-
comings displayed in occupying
newly annexed territories, Stalin
treated even his best generals with a
mixture of contempt, suspicion and
distrust.

In a country where it was axiom-
atic that �the Party and Army were
one,� Stalin presided over�even
ordained�a civil-military split at the
upper reaches of his political-military
establishment. Fear, and the occa-
sional execution, sapped the high
command�s confidence and stifled
initiative. Worse, Stalin never made
the high command privy to his
game, although the defense commis-
sariat and the general staff were regu-
lar recipients of reports from military
intelligence that reflected increas-
ingly ominous Wehrmacht deploy-
ments opposite the Soviet frontier.
Consequently, except for Stalin�s oc-
casional direct intervention, the high
command was ignorant of the larger
policy picture.  They were con-
demned to formulate their plans in
dangerous semi-isolation from
Stalin�s inner circle.

A Desperate Game
During the first half of 1941, De-

fense Commissar Semyon Konstan-
tinovich Timoshenko and General
Staff Chief Georgi Konstantinovich
Zhukov grew increasingly apprehen-
sive over the German military threat.
They proposed�sometimes timidly,
sometimes boldly�various mea-
sures to enhance Soviet defenses.
Stalin rejected the strongest of these
measures, which included a plan for
preemptive war although he did per-
mit a partial covert troop mobiliza-
tion during spring 1941. This mobi-
lization eventually raised Red Army
manning to about two-thirds of its
wartime level�strategic depth that
caught Hitler�s generals by surprise.
They had expected to break into the
clear after the first few weeks of con-
flict.

Stalin would go no further. He un-
derstood the weakness of his mili-
tary and resolutely avoided the
slightest provocation to the Ger-

mans. As intelligence indicators of
impending war became clearer, Timo-
shenko and Zhukov proposed addi-
tional measures that would raise
frontier defenses to full readiness
and permit forward commanders
greater latitude in implementing and
devising additional defensive mea-
sures. Stalin emphatically rejected
these initiatives, silencing and hu-
miliating Zhukov, simply bludgeon-
ing Timoshenko and leaving the Red
Army unprepared for an invasion.

By opting for a partial defense in
depth, but not permitting readiness
higher levels within forward defen-
sive elements, Stalin burdened his
commanders with an unresolvable
dilemma. Their defensive deploy-
ments conferred a measure of deep
insurance but left forward defenses
utterly vulnerable. Meanwhile, even
after Yugoslavia�s catastrophic fall,
Stalin relied increasingly on diplo-
macy as his primary instrument for
averting war.

Gorodetsky portrays Stalin as a
rational actor playing an increasingly
desperate game, knowing full well
that the Red Army was not his
strong suit, but nonetheless skill-
fully playing the remainder of his
cards to buy time, protect Russia�s
interests and possibly fashion a
stronger position. The issue was
whether the game would run long
enough to change the fundamental
calculus or generate other factors,
such as a stronger Soviet military
that might challenge Hitler�s domi-
nant position. Unfortunately, on 22
June, the game was up. Hitler un-
leashed the Wehrmacht to trump all
bids.

A Tale Well Told
Gorodetsky persuasively relates

all these developments, skillfully
drawing together the diverse diplo-
matic, military and political threads of
a complex narrative, all the while
making extensive use of rare and
previously unavailable archival ma-
terials. If, in the midst of this splen-
did achievement, it is possible to
quibble over varying emphases and
perspectives, then Gorodetsky�s
analysis suggests several areas wor-
thy of further examination.

One such area derives from Goro-
detsky�s fixation on events in the
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Balkans, which is at first a strength,
but which gradually eclipses a fuller
understanding of strategic develop-
ments on the increasingly important
central, or east-west, axis. Once the
Germans began to concentrate main
forces in occupied Poland, the
Balkan direction gradually lost im-
portance.

As the situation on the western
frontier grew increasingly critical,
Stalin personally intervened in the
military planning process to
strengthen defensive dispositions
within the Kiev Special Military Dis-
trict. Early on, as Gorodetsky as-
serts, he might have done this to re-
tain the possibility of invading
Romania, but by late 1940 the pri-
mary intent was to protect the bread-
basket of the Ukraine and the routes
to the Caucasian oil fields. The latter
point Gorodetsky also concedes,
along with the correct assertion that
Stalin�s intent was also to provide a
springboard for a potential Soviet
counteroffensive into the Polish
plain once any initial German incur-
sion had lost momentum. However,
Gorodetsky clings too long to the
possibility of an anti-Romanian mis-
sion for Kiev forces. By 1941, the
opportunities were too fleeting and
other threats too great.

Persistent fixation on the Balkan
axis obscures what had become, by
the late 1930s, a fundamental tenet
of Soviet military strategy. Stalin�s
theoretical understanding of pos-
sible future war owed much of its
sophistication to the assertions and
writings of Boris Mikhailovich
Shaposhnikov, the first Chief of the
Soviet General Staff. It was Shapo-
shnikov�s conviction that any major
conflict between bolshevism and
fascism would likely become sys-
temic and protracted. If this were the
case, then the logical conclusion for
Stalin was that the only way Hitler
could win such a war would be first
to gain control of Soviet grain and
oil-producing regions, then proceed
with a full-blown assault on Moscow
in the center. Consequently, Stalin�s
emphasis on strengthening de-
fenses in Ukraine was eminently
sensible, an understanding that rein-
forces Gorodetsky�s assertions
about Stalin as a rational actor, but a

strategic understanding that Goro-
detsky never makes clear.

The irony inherent in Stalin�s
Ukrainian emphasis was the mis-
taken assumption that his adversary
possessed the same degree of ratio-
nality. The immediate military reality
was that the emphasis on Kiev left
the Red Army�on the eve of war�
at a distinct disadvantage along the
axis north of the Pripet Marshes. This
became the very sector of the main
effort for Hitler�s Army Group Center.

Another issue Gorodetsky does
not press home is Stalin�s perspec-
tive on what circumstances he might
confront should war actually break
out. In retrospect, the Finnish war
seems to have instilled in him a
sense of the steep political costs ex-
acted against an aggressor. Suv-
orov�s arguments notwithstanding,
Stalin repeatedly and emphatically
discarded the notion of preemptive
war, no matter what his generals pro-
posed. In retrospect, it is clear that
Stalin had read Shaposhnikov�s
book, The Brain of the Army, which
depicts the growing powerlessness
of Nicholas II in 1914 as last-minute
peacemaking efforts lost ground to
the iron military laws of mobilization
and transit timetables and troop-
deployment schedules.5

Shaposhnikov studied the pro-
cess and concluded that preparation
for and conduct of future war should
lie primarily in the province of �an
integrated great captain,� the chief
of a modern general staff. While this
conclusion was probably true, Stalin
put his own spin on it by demon-
strating that the dictator himself in-
tended to act as Russia�s version of
this august personage. Ever the as-
tute observer and Machiavellian
practitioner of power politics, Stalin
refused to cede requisite authority to
the military, electing instead to retain
complete control of the entire
political-military flow to possible war.

Gorodetsky makes it clear that
Stalin apparently never believed the
situation would come to war. What
is less evident is that Stalin�again
the rationalist�felt he understood
Hitler�s road map to war. He foresaw
a period of escalating tensions and
political conflict followed by threat-

ening military deployments and pos-
turing after which a deal could be
struck at the last possible moment.
Indeed, a recently published adden-
dum to Zhukov�s memoirs asserts
that as late as the fall of 1941 Stalin
still expected to find accommodation
with Hitler.6 And, if Stalin�s great
game failed, the strategic-operational
war game of January 1941 had dem-
onstrated that the Red Army could
withstand�although with consider-
able losses�an initial German offen-
sive, then deliver a suitable riposte.
Under these circumstances it is prob-
ably no exaggeration of the histori-
cal record to conclude that Stalin
might rationally have elected to re-
ceive the first blow, in which case
Suvorov�s argument is completely
eviscerated.

Whatever the actual complexities,
it is worth noting that one week af-
ter the Nazi invasion, Stalin was
leaving the halls of the Defense
Commissariat in the company of his
usual confidants. Clearly showing
signs of strain, the dictator loudly
blurted out to no one in particular
that Lenin�s heirs had squandered a
great inheritance.7 More accurately,
by summer 1941, the national calam-
ity was owed to Stalin�s own danger-
ous game. MR
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